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SIMON BOLIVAR FREEDOM & HUMAN RIGHTS AWARD

The Simon Bolivar Freedom and Human Rights Award from the Western
Hemisphere Institute for Security Cooperation is an annual award given to a citizen of the
Americas whose words and deeds in the opinion of the Secretary of Defense and Board
of Visitors of the Western Hemisphere Institute for Security and Cooperation personifies
the spirit of the “Great Libertador” Simon Bolivar. It is the most prestigious award and
highest recognition bestowed by the Institute and seeks to honor each year a person who
has made a significant contribution to hemispheric freedom and/or human rights.

The purpose of the Simon Bolivar Freedom and Human Rights Award shall be to
emphasize and demonstrate WHINSEC’s commitment to the US policy of freedom and
human rights and to draw attention to those persons who have a made significant
contribution to hemispheric freedom and/or human rights as recommended by the
Director and determined by the Board of Visitors of WHINSEC.

The Simon Bolivar Award for Freedom and Human Rights is presented at a
conference, symposium, graduation ceremony, dinner or other formal event at which the
recipient may deliver remarks of acceptance and is then recognized before a significant
audience including Spanish and English speaking military professionals and civilian -
leaders from the local community and throughout the hemisphere. Guests at the
presentation may include representatives of military and law enforcement organizations,
academia, religious groups, civic bodies, international organizations, and media, along
with elected officials, international visitors, and prominent citizens from Georgia.



Aura Celeste Fernandez Rodriguez is actively engaged in several areas of
human rights, including the campaign against the torture of detained minors. She has
publicly condemned and worked against the violation of fundamental human rights
occurring within the prison system. To this end she has worked to reform the prison
system, particularly in its treatment of minors.

She has been very active in the leadership of teams working to reform and
modernize the code of laws of her country, acting as the Coordinator for the Judicial
Reform and Modernization Support Commission. As part of this effort, she has authored
and edited a number of books and articles concerning the constitutionally established
state, the judicial system, legal reform, the prison system and the protection of children
and adolescents. She has been widely recognized for her contributions in these areas and
has been chosen on numerous occasions to represent her country at important
international events in Europe and Latin America.

Dr. Fernandez developed and directed a Public Defense Program which handled
the legal actions and proceeding of over 3,000 prisoners. In these efforts she worked
with the National Police, establishing offices within the National Police Headquarters and
in three courthouses in the country, to protect the constitutional rights of prisoners,
children and adolescents. She has also worked on legislation governing the Justice
Department with the objective of attaining functional independence from the political
sector.

From October 1994 to May 1997, Dr. Fernandez served as a regular member
(udge) on the Central Electoral Board. Since May 1998, she has been the producer and
director of a weekly television program called “En Plural.” Currently, she holds the
position of Director, Graduate Studies Division, School of Judicial and Political Science
and Publications Manager for the Ibero-American University (UNIBE), while continuing
her activities as a legal consultant.



COMMENTS MADE BY AURA CELESTE FERNANDEZ R. ON THE OCCASION
OF HER ACCEPTANCE OF THE SIMON BOLIVAR AWARD FOR DEMOCRACY
AND HUMAN RIGHTS.

HONORABLE CONGRESSMAN SAXBY CHAMBLIS

DISTINGUISHED COLONEL RICHARD D. DOWNIE, WHINSEC COMMANDANT
DISTINGUISHED COLONEL JORGE ROSALES, WHINSEC DEPUTY
COMMANDANT

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN

WHAT A FITTING OCCASION THIS 1S FOR ONE TO REALIZE HOW
INSIGNIFICANT ONE IS, CONSIDERING EVERYTHING THAT THERE IS TO
BE DONE AND NOT HAVING DONE ENOUGH.

RECEIVING AN AWARD THAT BEARS THE NAME “SIMON
BOLIVAR AND DEMOCRACY AND HUMAN RIGHTS” CARRIES AN
ENORMOUS RESPONSIBILITY.

BELIEVE ME—THAT IS HOW I HAVE COME TO VIEW THIS HONOR.

THIS SCULPTURE—OF ONE OF THE GREATEST LIBERATORS IN
HISTORY—BEING PRESENTED TO ME TODAY CAN ONLY BE ACCEPTED AS
A CHALLENGE AND A MANDATE FOR CONTINUED ARDUOUS WORK FOR
MY BELOVED COUNTRY, SELFLESS SERVICE TO THE NOBLE CAUSE OF
HUMAN RIGHTS, AND A COMMITMENT TO FIGHT FOR DEMOCRACY,
JUSTICE, AND EQUAL OPPORTUNITY FOR ALL.

THIS HONOR CAN ONLY BE ACCEPTED WITH THE UNDERSTANDING
THAT IT REQUIRES A COMMITMENT TO LIVING AN HONEST LIFE AND
EXHIBITING ETHICAL BEHAVIOR IN ONE’S DAILY ACTIVITIES, WHICH
SHOULD FOCUS ON NOBLE CAUSES THAT BY NO MEANS WOULD
DISHONOR THE “CESAR OF FREEDOM,” AS THE IMMORTAL MARTI LIKED
TO REFER TO OUR EXTRAORDINARY BOLIVAR.

I WOULD LIKE TO THANK THE UNITED STATES GOVERNMENT, THE
U.S. EMBASSY IN THE DOMINICAN REPUBLIC, AND THE WESTERN
INSTITUTE FOR SECURITY COOPERATION.

THANK YOU,

HONORABLE CONGRESSMAN CHAMBLIS,
COLONEL RICHARD DOWNIE,

COLONEL ROSALES,

COMMAND SERGEANT MAJOR COLONDRES,
DOCTOR HARRINGTON, AND

DOCTOR RAMSEY



...FOR BELIEVING THAT THIS SIMPLE DOMINICAN CITIZEN IS
WORTHY OF RECEIVING SUCH TRUST AND RECOGNITION.

PLEASE ALLOW ME TO SHARE THIS HIGH HONOR WITH THE MEN
AND WOMEN OF LATIN AMERICA, WHO RAISE THEIR VOICES AGAINST
INJUSTICE AND WHO ARE BURDENED WITH HUMAN SUFFERING.

PLEASE ALLOW ME TO SHARE IT WITH YOU, THOSE MILITARY AND
CIVILIAN BROTHERS FROM THE UNITED STATES AND LATIN AMERICA
PRESENT HERE TODAY.

IN CONCLUSION, I ASK YOU TO LISTEN TO AN EXCERPT FROM THE
MANY WRITINGS OF THE POET NERUDA TO BOLIVAR, TO WHOM HE GAVE
THE TITLE “THE FATHER OF LATIN AMERICA:”

“OUR FATHER WHO RESIDES ON THE EARTH, IN THE SEAS, AND IN
THE AIR OF OUR HUSHED VAST EXPANSE. EVERYTHING IN OUR LAND
CARRIES YOUR NAME, FATHER: YOUR LAST NAME IS AS SWEET AS THE
SUGAR CANE, THE BOLIVARIAN TIN HAS A BOLIVARIAN SPLENDOR, THE
BOLIVARIAN BIRD SOARS ABOVE THE BOLIVAR VOLCANO, THE YAM, THE
SALTPETER, THE SHADOWS FROM ABOVE, THE CURRENTS, THE VEINS OF
PHOSPHORIC ROCK, EVERYTHING THAT IS OURS COMES FROM YOUR
EXTINGUISHED LIFE, YOUR LEGACY LIVES ON AS OUR DAILY BREAD,
FATHER...”

“I MET BOLIVAR ONE LONG MORNING, IN MADRID, AT THE
ENTRANCEWAY TO THE FIFTH REGIMENT. FATHER, I TOLD HIM, ARE YOU
OR ARE YOU NOT OR WHO ARE YOU? AND LOOKING TOWARD THE
MOUNTAINS, HE REPLIED: I WILL AWAKEN EVERY ONE HUNDRED YEARS
WHEN THE PEOPLE AWAKEN.”

THANK YOU VERY MUCH.

SEPTEMBER 20, 2002



While at WHISEC to receive the Second Annual Simon Bolivar Democracy Award, Dr.
Fernandez also delivered the keynote address for the Second Annual Hemispheric

Conference, the Institute’s principal academia conference.



WESTERN HEMISPHERE INSTITUTE FOR SECURITY COOPERATION

SECOND HEMISPHERIC CONFERENCE

o

HUMAN RIGHTS IN EMERGING DEMOCRACIES:
A CHALLENGE FOR LATIN AMERICA

Distinguished Director of the Western Hemisphere Institute for Security Cooperation,

Distinguished Members of the Staff and Faculty from this Organization and the United
States Government,

Distinguished Academicians, Panelists, and Organizers of this Event,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a real milestone and honor for me to be present here today before such an
elite group of individuals to deliver the opening address for the Second Hemispheric

Conference.

On behalf of my entire family, I would like to express my appreciation to the
United States Government and its embassy in my country, the Dominican Republic, and,
in particular, to this institute, for inviting me to take part in this important conference,
during which, over the period of the next two days, we will be discussing the issues of
democracy and human rights— subjects that are of vital importance for our nations and

citizens.

As a Latin American, I am grateful for your interest in strengthening the ties of
cooperation and sincere friendship between our countries and for placing such an
emphasis on the issue of respect for human rights, which constitutes an indispensable

foundation for peaceful coexistence and the preservation of democracy.
| Emerging Electoral Democracy

In Latin America, we live within the confines of struggling systems of democracy.

We elect our leaders by way of electoral processes that are generally but not always open



and reliable; therefore, democracy has not been able to take root fully and succeed in
other pertinent areas. For that reason, in our countries we use the term “imperfect

electoral democracies.”

During the 1980’s in the region, we began to close the chapter on a tough period
of military dictatorships and to pave the way for the development of methods for electing
leaders and representatives through means that were becoming progressively more
reliable. To achieve this, we depended on the presence, mediation, and at times, even the
oversight, of representatives from other nations and other international institutions and‘
organizations. These initiatives were undertaken during a period when processes and
procedures rendered faulty results, which prompted setbacks, resulting from election
fraud, the buying of votes, and political pressures that distorted the outcome of elections

and inevitably led to a post-election crisis.

To be exact, despite the fact that electoral systems constitute one of the most
important successes of our democracy over the pr:evious two decades, one cannot fully
trust that dependable procedures are permanently in place. Even in this area, we are
bound by unstable institutionalism. Citizens are still unable to affirm that they believe
whole-heartedly-that the electoral process will evolve appropriately and that the results

will be accepted by the general populace.

One of the primary issues repeatedly being questioned, in some countries more
than in others, is the lack of autonomy accorded electoral organizations, which are
traditionally subjected to the control of other powers of the State. Incidentally,
technological advances constitute an additional element that can result in distorting

election results by way of electronic electoral fraud.

In the majority of our nations, political pandering and the supremacy of the
executive branch of government over the other branches continue to be the primary

characteristics of our political systems.



In general terms, our political parties have lost legitimacy as entities or
organizations charged with promoting the issues that matter most to ordinary citizens.
They have gradually been losing sight of their societal mission and have increasingly
become instruments manipulated by powerful special-interest groups in efforts to

influence the government to take up their particular causes.

From the time leaders take office in national government, they often times break
ties with the very people who elected them, disregarding the very pledges that prompted

the voters to elect them in the first place.

Our countries place increasingly less trust in the so-called party leaders;

nevertheless, they continue to lend them their support during election campaigns.

In spite of this general lack of trust, large segments of the population continue
going to the polls; some vote out of habit, some vote because of the civic duty they hold
dear in exercising their right to vote, some vote for the “lesser of two evils” from among

the candidates, and some simply vote out of loyalty to a particular political party.
11 Institutional Reform

In the region, and in the Dominican Republic in particular, the reform process has
been implemented in several public institutions over the last two decades. These efforts
have produced a positive effect on our democratic growth. These primarily involve

judicial and legal reform, in addition to the previously discussed area of election reform.

As countries participating in important international conferences sponsored by
multilateral organizations, we have contributed by establishing and endofsing
international standards, which, in time, have been enacted as contemporary legislation in
important areas such as labor, environmental policy, human rights, issues relating to

children and adolescents, etc.



Generally speaking, our countries have at their disposal first-rate groups of legal

experts and legislators.

Our national constitutions contain rights and freedoms recognized and accepted at
the international level, and we depend on several institutions to ensure that these are

respected and not violated.

We have established constitutional reforms that have served to introduce
mechanisms and institutions charged with safeguarding the autonomy of the judicial
" branch of government by creating Supremé Court election systems through plural
organizations and by implementing the concepts of judicial unremovability and career

tenure.

Our antiquated procedural regulations have been undergoing modifications in

order to accelerate legal proceedings and simplify access to the judicial system.
III'  Profound Social Inequality

Consequently, the previously mentioned reform process takes place in societies
primarily characterized by a division of social classes in ratios that fluctuate between
75% and 25% or between 66% and 33%. The first two percentages represent the groups
of individuals living in extreme poverty and denied even the most basic necessities of
life, in comparison with the second two smaller percentages, representing those
individuals who have everything or almost everything they need and enjoy a lifestyle of

disproportionate affluence.

In societies of this type, disregard for fundamental rights represents a continual
temptation. Furthermore, human-rights violations become part of the rationale that leads

to a certain degree of instability in economic and social sectors.



IV~ Disregard for Fundamental Rights

In the majority of our countries, law-enforcement agencies are comprised of
police officers who have been trained in military discipline and methods, thereby

separating them from the rest of the population.

This militaristic type of police force—generally trained in a culture of corruption,
underpaid, and lacking job incentives and institutional loyalty and respect for even the \
most basic human rights—illegitimately assumes the leading role in investigating crimes
and offenses. This type of police force is the very same organization that is forced to

contain demonstrations led by social groups living in extreme poverty.

The act of bringing these demonstrations under control is achieved through the
" indiscriminate roundup of participants, the massive detention of individuals without

judicial order based on simple and unsubstantiated assumptions of criminal misconduct,

periods of imprisonment without time limitations, and the killing of presumed criminals

under the supposed justification of “exchange of fire.”

Torture continues to be practiced in the majority of our countries as an effective
mechanism for obtaining a confession from detainees who are only alleged to have been
involved in criminal activity. This technique is also carried out in police departments and

in prisons with the support of civilian authorities.

For decades, in my country, the Dominican Republic, many methods of torture
have been known to be utilized, which include the use of plastic bags, wooden and metal

clubs, electrical shocks, the so-called “barbeque chicken” method, pliers, etc.

These barbaric practices are carried out to the extreme when the current police
chief happens to be a very tyrannical individual by nature and when the political climate

seems to give justification to the current political leaders to endorse these practices.



A\ Insecurity among the Citizenry and Corruption

Our societies are developing during a period of profound insecurity among the
citizenry. New methods for perpetrating criminal acts have arisen, primarily as a result of
illicit drug-trafficking. Many of these new methods are put into practice by individuals
who return to their countries of grigin after having been imprisoned for committing

serious crimes in societies more developed than ours, especially in the United States.

Our countries have been perméated by illicit drug-trafficking, which has infested
many of their influential social groups.

Although we have made progress, we still do not have judicial systems that
exhibit resolve by setting the example and handing down tough and systematic sentences
in cases involving those who commit acts of corruption. Impunity for “white-collar
criminals” continues to be the norm. Very few actions are taken that serve to dissuade

criminal behavior.

The fate of many individuals charged with embezzling public funds is decided by
politicians behind closed doors, where negotiations are held to decide whether or not to
seek legal action against former or current officials in exchange for individual or shared

benefits or payoffs.

On the other hand, in our society we find a considerably large number of citizens,
who, after experiencing much social unrest and being inundated with contradictory
and unclear promises and actions, increasingly support authoritative regimes.
Governments of this nature believe that the solution to the crime problem lies in
imposing increasingly harsh and cruel penalties, suppressing constitutional
guarantees, or justifying street shootings and the torture of detainees. The common
belief is that the insecurity among the populace and the increasing crime rate can be
attributed to authorities who are soft on crime and criminals.

VI Penitentiary Systems where Training in Criminal Activity is conducted



Many of our jails are anything but centers for rehabilitating criminals; rather, they
seem to be places that offer specialized training for the commission of high crimes.
In these jails, not even the most basic rules of protection of human dignity are
respected, inasmuch as they are filled beyond capacity and lack sufficient personal
hygiene facilities, regular meals, and treatment programs. The physical structures are
unstable and hazardous, lacking effective mechanisms for controlling entrance,
moving, and release of prisoners, and lacking adequate budgetary resources to deal
with these serious issues. Our leaders continuously make pledges to renovate and
reform our penitentiary systems.

VII  The State Has Failed to Embrace and Practice True Democracy

Although it is difficult to admit, the previously described state of affairs indicates that
our prominent leaders have failed to wholeheartedly adopt, much less practice, true
democracy in our countries. We have much left to do in establishing authentic
democratic systems, and we have much to learn regarding the value of human life and
respect for the intrinsic rights of all people.

Despite what has been previously stated, we have made progress over the past
periods of our history; moreover, without going back too far, progress has been made
over the last few decades—but there is still much work to be done. The best way to
understand this seems to be by observing the ease, indifference, and tolerance with which
individuals accept the blatant disregard for human life and for even the most basic ri ghts,
guarantees, and freedoms of all citizens. We tend t;) accept these situations as the natural

course of events, as though they were part of our traditions or daily life.
VIII The State of Affairs in the Latin American Countries is Critical

As we have observed, the current situation in our nations is critical—in some

countries, of course, the state of affairs is in more urgent need of attention than in others.

We are living during a very crucial time in history—one in which everything that
we hold dear is coming under attack: the family, traditions, values, life, human rights,

freedoms, security, democracy, justice, and the State itself.



IX What is the Answer?

What do we need to do?

What course should we take?

What “weapons” should we use to defend life and ensure that individual rights are
respected?

What are the new threats our nations face in this far-reaching crisis?

Where do we begin?

What do we need to do regarding human rights?

How do we guarantee respect for human rights in the face of existing societal ills?

Is the solution found in authoritarian methods and practices?

Is the solution based on taking control of the good fortune of those economically
privileged individuals and forcing them to surrender part of their wealth for the
benefit of the vast majority?

We are convinced that reform, or the solution to the aforementioned concerns,
does not lie in authoritarian practices, and we must be careful not to allow responses and

reactions to be born out of zeal and desperation.

One thing is for sure—the existing environment has to be changed, but not
through mediatized solutions. We need cooperation from everyone in providing

cohesive, genuine, and unbiased support.

We need more ethical governments, which refrain from political pandering and
commit themselves to uniting our institutions and fostering respect for the

constitutionally established state.

This reality has shown us that authoritarian methods, which may succeed in
bringing order to society for a period of time, demand too high a price in the area of

defense of freedom and respect for the human rights of individuals.



XI  The Power of the People—A Civil Authority Oversight Board
We need to instill values and moral principles in our citizens.

We must develop a genuine “civil authority oversight board” charged with

demanding that leaders fulfill their responsibilities.

We must verbally advocate the need for a body of this nature through upstanding
and honest citizen-based organizational networks that need their issues put before this

“board,” which, in turn, must demand logical explanations and accountability.

We need a civil authority charged with overseeing public processes and procedures
and holding governmental representatives accountable under the law when they
deviate from the mandates accorded them by the voters.

We need to articulate this civil authority, which should even have the authorization to
remove representatives from office when they have placed themselves in unethical or
illegal situations. -

We need a “civil authority oversight board” to respond to every assassination or

violation of rights by any public figure.

In the imperfect societies of our emerging democracies, establishing this honest
and responsible civil authority charged with overseeing the performance of
representatives, leaders, and public and private institutions is the best way that we can

contribute to the growth of democracy and safeguard our nations.

Establishing an agency or organization of this nature would emplace a much-
needed system of checks and balances in our public institutions, which are directed by
partisan political groups or individuals persuaded by personal gains and interests or

influenced by special-interest groups.



We need a democracy that will become increasingly less like a game of elites
making decisions for everyone and that will open genuine avenues of participation and

cooperation aimed at restoring national sovereignty.
Democracy can only be revived by more democracy.

Democracy is the tool that will enable us to establish more honorable, united and
healthy societies.

Democracy involves participation, national sovereignty, continual oversight of
leaders and representati?es, transparency, and accountability by all involved in the

process.
Democracy is respect for the constitutionally established state and its freedoms.
Democracy provides an opportunity for all individuals to live an honorable life.
In conclusion, respect for human rights in our societies goes beyond the
framework of its legal boundaries. Only by promoting this issue as a vitally important
concept can standards and procedures be implemented so that, at some point, the defense
of these rights will surpass mere rhetoric and become an indispensable condition for

human existence.

It is this vision and fundamental effort to which we are committed, now and

always.

Thank you very much.
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